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Book ‘Em, DAngelo 


New Civic Center 
director plays to 
the bottom line 
with debut season. 


BY PHIL DAVIS 


Wie former Civic Center direc- 
tor Ralph Sandler left town last 
year, some of us were plagued by one 
nagging question: What kind of an arts 
administrator would replace him? For 
all of Sandler’s faults, he had con- 
sistently championed progressive art- 
ists and multicultural arts programming. 
Would the next Civic Center head be so 
brave? Or would it be someone who took 
the safe route and filled the Civic Center 
with moneymaking Broadway retreads, 
proven perennials and fluffy 
amusements? 

With last week’s unveiling of the 
1991-92 Civic Center season, © the 
facility’s new director, Robert 
D’ Angelo, offered the first answers to 
these nagging questions. And while 
there's no doubt D’, ‘0 has taken a 
decidedly conservative tack in booking 
virtually pre-sold Broadway hits (42nd 
Street, “Annie, M.. Butterfly, 
Driving Miss Daisy, Pippin), sure- 
sthour. Classica) perlormances (New 
York City Opera, Mstislav Rostropovich 
with the National Symphony Or- 
chestra), and an unsurprising array of 
middle-of-the-road entertainers (Hal 
Holbrook’s Mark Twain, Mel Torme, the 
5th Dimension, etc.), at least there’s a 
method to D’Angelo’s’ blandness. 
Though hardly starting from scratch, 
D’Angelo says he’s trying to build a 
new, more diverse Civic Center con- 
stituency, a broader base that, at least 
in theory, will provide the financial 
foundation to support more ad- 
venturous acts down the road. 

In short, D’ Angelo feels it’s necessary 
to not only broaden the Civic Center’s 
horizons, but also to reeducate specific 
audiences. That’s a big departure from 
Sandler, whose bookings may 
sometimes have been too rarefied for 
local audiences. Whether D’Angelo 
takes real programming chances in the 
future, though, remains to be seen. 


NAME-BRAND PRODUCTS 
One reason D’Angelo’s philosophy is so 
different from his predecessor’s is that 


Robert D’Angelo: ‘I don’t think we’re in a position to dictate people's tastes.’ 


his and Sandler's backgrounds are so 
dissimilar. 

Almost the entirety of Sandler’s arts- 
presentation experience took place in 
the white-collar, collegiate en- 
vironment of Madison. D’ Angelo, on the 
other hand, comes from more diverse 
“normal’’ cities, gaining experience in 
communities that are less government- 
and university-driven. For the past 11 
years he was director of the E.J. 
Thomas Performing Arts Center in 
Akron, Ohio. Before that he ran similar 
arts facilities in Tulsa, Okla., and 
Buffalo, N.Y. 

While he’s not so graceless as to 
overtly attack Sandler’s approach, you 
don’t have to read too much between 
the lines to see that D’Angelo believes 
Sandler’s style may not have been the 
most prudent or egalitarian way to 
manage a public arts facility. 
D’Angelo’s bottom-line concern, he 


says, is selecting talent appropriate to a 
2,200-seat performance space. 

“Yes, I am trying to build a new 
community-wide constituency,’’ he 
admits, not denying that many of the 
new season’s acts are conservative 
choices picked mostly for their 
guaranteed drawing power. 

“‘We’ve done a good job in the past 10 
or 11 years here of building a con- 
stituency not broadly representative of 
the community, but broadly 
representative of the educated com- 
munity,’’ he says. ‘‘I think we need to 
build a constituency among those who 
do not have classical educations, among 
those for whom the Civic Center is not 
necessarily an educational or 
enlightening experience, but purely an 
entertaining experience.’’ 

The Civic Center, D’Angelo points 
out, is a tax-supported institution. He’s 


figured out that taxpayers shell out 
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scattergun approach to programming.’’ 
‘Basically, we’re running it up the 
flagpole to see who salutes it,’’ he says. 

“But the preliminary results seem to 
indicate that we were right on most 
accounts. Most shows are already 
selling rather well even though tickets 
have only been available for three: or 
four days.”’ 

And, in fact, one of the shows he was 
most nervous about, M. Butterfly, is 
one of the big early sellers. 

“It’s a risk because even if we sell it 
out we can’t pay for it,’’ he admits. The 
Martha Graham Dance Company, the 
National Symphony and Les Grands 
Ballets Canadien’s La Sylphide are 
other expensive shows he hopes to pay 
for with such expected hits as the 
American Indian Dance Theatre, Tony 
Bennett, the New York City Opera, the 
National Theatre of the Deaf’s Treasure 


Island and several Broadway plays. 
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